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ABSTRACT 
 
This paper considers the commitment to business ethics of the top 500 companies operating in 
the Australian private sector and communicates the results of a longitudinal study conducted 
from 1995 to 2001. Primary data was obtained (in 1995 and again in 2001) via a self-
administered mail questionnaire distributed to a census of these top 500 Australian companies.  
This commitment of each company to their code of ethics was indicated and measured 
via a range of methods used by organisations to communicate the ethos of their codes to 
employees. Just as they were in 1995, it would appear that companies in 2001 still are good at 
ensuring that their rights are protected, but at the same time they do not seem to take on the 
responsibility to ensure that employees’ rights are just as well protected! This double standard 
leads to cynicism towards the current business ethics processes inherent in Australian 
companies. 
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Communicating the Ethos of Codes of Ethics in Corporate Australia: 1995-2001: Whose Rights, 
Whose Responsibilities? 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Business Ethics - as a distinct field of study - has been evolving since the latter half of 
the twentieth century. Only in the last fifteen years has it emerged as a distinct and high profile 
area of corporate concern and academic interest in Australia (Wood, 2002). Evolving first in the 
USA (circa 1960), ideas have spread through the English-speaking world, impacting on 
Australia in a visible way only in the late 1980s and 1990s.  
The 1987 stock market crash affected Australia in a similar manner to other Western 
economies. In such times of crisis, people seek answers as to the reasons for the events that they 
have witnessed and the troubles that have befallen them. Whilst acknowledging the global 
impact of the crash, much of the focus in Australia turned inward in order to examine Australian 
business practices and culture that may have contributed to the downfall of the share market. A 
number of excesses in business practices were revealed. Milton-Smith (1995, p.683) believes 
that prior to the crash in Australia that: 
 
High profile entrepreneurs became folk heroes and, one suspects, the most 
influential business role models for the community. When the bubble finally burst 
and the crash came, it soon became clear how corrupt and leaderless the Australian 
system had become... In the wake of corporate collapses, ... many questions have 
been raised about the integrity of business and government leaders.  
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These corporate activities, by some of our most recognised entrepreneurs and others, have 
achieved notoriety within Australia. The problems resulting from these activities have affected 
our foreign debt ratios and therefore, must impact upon the entire community. One may contend, 
justifiably, that this demise of high profile entrepreneurs and financial institutions in the late 
1980s, the investigations and publicising of their behaviour, which continued into the 1990s in 
Australia and the current spate of corporate collapses, may be the reason why in this country 
there is a heightened interest in business ethics in the early 2000s. 
  As a direct response to the excesses of the 1980s, the Business Council of Australia 
(1991) published, ‘Corporate Practices and Conduct’. This publication was an attempt to 
establish some guidelines and principles for corporate conduct and practice in Australia. The 
report was written because of, 
 
... a recognition among leading business organisations that the excesses of the 1980s 
had damaged the reputation of Australian business and there was a need to restore 
it. It was also seen that in many areas there was a need to improve performance.   
 
The significance of the publication highlighted an awakening in corporate Australia to the 
need for an investigation into the issue of better business practices incorporating an interest in 
business ethics. Hence, in the last decade in corporate Australia, there has been a greater 
awareness that individuals and organisations need to examine their ethics more closely. 
However, individuals still indulge in practices that are ethically questionable and, in many cases, 
illegal. The names and deeds of those infamous entrepreneurs from our past still haunt our 
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present. Just as fast as they have tried to fade into the background, then we have seen the rise of 
the new breed of miscreant individual, who continues to be thrust into the limelight for similar 
offences. Our news media is littered with new names to replace the old.  
At the same time, we have brought in a raft of measures in Australia to try and quell the 
questionable behaviours of some executives. In 1997, the Federal Government substantially 
strengthened the Trade Practices Act to curb the excesses that were witnessed in the franchising 
industry. Organisations and academics ranging from the Australian Stock Exchange, to the 
Australian Institute of Company Directors, to the Independent Commission Against Corruption, 
to the Australian Securities and Investments Commission, to the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission have brought into our vocabulary and popularised words like ‘corporate 
governance’, ‘reporting procedures’, and the ‘triple bottom line’. Yet, it would appear, that we 
are still not learning any lessons. Corporate collapses continue and each one launches us into 
investigations that reveal malpractice that should not have occurred. Ordinary Australians are 
affected by losses incurred by these ‘sharp’ practices and as a society we all lose.  
The reasons for this continuing spate of ethical, and in many cases, legal malpractice are 
difficult to pinpoint with any degree of certainty. These events may well occur because of 
systemic problems within the corporate world: a corporate world that is no longer bounded by 
geopolitical frontiers. In Australia, if our economy dips into two consecutive quarters of negative 
growth, we technically descend into a state of recession. The entire system is impacted by this 
diagnosis. Governments, regulatory bodies and corporations then proceed to enact measures in 
an attempt to alleviate these perceived structural weaknesses in the economy. Such measures are 
enacted in the expectation that these actions will return the economy to a positive trajectory.  
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On an individual company level, we predicate success based on the accumulation of 
revenue and other assets. Companies are judged by the stock market on criteria that measure the 
ability of the company to be ever going upwards and onwards. Companies that pause for 
reflection and attempt to consolidate are treated by the market with suspicion. Such a pause may 
well be viewed as ‘indicative’ of more deep seated, structural company problems that in the 
future may lead to a diminished company value.  
This quest to continually increase corporate wealth is at the centre of our commercial 
traditions. Senior executives usually have their remuneration packages tied to this very same 
quest for increased corporate wealth and as such they are personally affected by their company’s 
tangible performance in the marketplace. In the USA recently, we have seen executives 
artificially inflate their corporate bottom lines in an attempt to placate stock market pundits and 
scrutineers: individuals whose every word is voraciously consumed by investors. The true 
financial position of these companies has been masked by deception, because any performance 
less than that which was expected, places the company’s future in a tenuous and perhaps even a 
precarious position. If one’s company is given an assessment of potential poor performance by 
these ‘gurus’, at best it can mean stock price instability and at worst a run to sell off the stock. 
Hence, the structure of ‘the system’ leads to the very sharp practices that the same system has 
enacted laws to minimise. The means of keeping score for corporate success, in and of itself, 
sets a climate and an environment that tempts one to flirt with danger. Invariably, the way ‘the 
wealth game’ is played leads executives and others to tinker about the edges of acceptability in 
the misguided hope and belief that the ends may justify the means.  
A number of writers postulate that the development of a code of ethics can be viewed as 
one of the ways that an organisation displays its commitment to an ethical organisational culture 
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(Adams et al, 2001; Axline, 1990; Fraedrich, 1992; James, 2000; Laczniak & Murphy, 1991; 
Somers, 2001). Yet, a code by itself is not enough to ensure that the employees of organisations 
will actually manifest ethical behaviour, nor can one be sure that the organisation developed a 
code for motives that were altruistic and not mercenary.  
A study of the content of American, Canadian and Australian codes found, “that 
companies may mask the true intent of their codes. They may use the facade that the codes are 
there to protect all stakeholders when in actual fact, the focus is self-protection and preservation. 
Many codes are not designed as codes of ethics or codes of conduct but as codes of company 
continuance.” (Wood, 2000, p.291). This observation is a concern as it raises the spectre that in 
practice organisations may have different priorities than those espoused by their ethics 
statements.  
The benefit of having a code can only be derived if the code of ethics is brought to life by 
an organisation that genuinely wishes to pursue a better ethical culture (Davis, 1988; Townley, 
1992). This ideal requires more than just a code. It requires a level of commitment that requires 
not only lip service to the ideal but genuine supporting procedures in place to ensure that the 
ethos of the code is entrenched in all that the company does. One hopes and expects that codes 
of ethics are pursued for their own inherent value and not just as an expedient “strategic 
initiative” that will lead to corporate recognition and advantage in the marketplace (Wood, 
2002).  
The research interest inherent in this study was centred on the need to examine the 
commitment to the principles of their codes of ethics that Australia’s top 500 companies 
operating in the private sector appeared to have. This was done by examining the means by 
which organisations tried to integrate the ethos of their codes into the every day lives of their 
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employees. The research was conducted over a period of six years in order to discover if there 
had been discernible changes in the responses of the survey population over that period of time.  
 
METHODOLOGY AND RESPONSE RATES 
 
In order to evaluate the use of codes of ethics and the implementation of other artefacts 
to enhance the ethical performance of the organisation, a three-stage research procedure was 
used and conducted across 1995 and 1996. This process was replicated in 2001 and 2002. First, 
a questionnaire was sent to the public relations managers of the top 500 Australian companies 
(based on revenue) operating in the private sector (DiBiasi & McBride, 1993; Shoebridge, 
2000): firms that, for several reasons such as size of turnover, employee numbers and business 
profile, are more probable to have developed a formal code of ethics. Companies were asked to 
answer up to 46 questions and to supply a copy of their code of ethics. The second stage 
involved content analysis of the codes of ethics supplied by survey respondents. The third stage 
involved a more detailed follow-up of a small group of firms that appeared to be close to best 
practice. Findings from Stage 1 of the research (the survey) for 1995 and 2001 are reported in 
this paper. 
In 1995, a response rate in Stage 1 of 68% (340 companies) was achieved with this 
survey, with 53% (265 companies) returning a completed questionnaire. In 2001, the response 
rate for Stage 1 was 34.6% (173 companies) with 22.2% (111 companies) returning a completed 
questionnaire. The respondents upon which this paper focuses comprise those with a code. In 
1995, this was 121 respondents and in 2001, 81 respondents. The significance of difference 
between the 1995 and 2001 results was examined by way of Z-tests for proportions (Zikmund, 
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2000). Results, and corresponding p-values, are presented in the following tables. For ease of the 
discussion of the results, the 1995 and 2001 figures will be shown in the following format for all 
data sets that appear in text: (1995:2001).  
 
FINDINGS 
 
Upon an analysis of the findings there appeared to be incongruities between the expected 
responsibilities placed on employees by their employers and the employees’ rights to be 
provided with adequate guidance and protection in areas of ethical concern to them. It seemed 
that employees had certain expectations placed upon them, whilst companies may not have 
shouldered their responsibilities to assist employees in this area. The messages received by staff 
were strong on the one hand in regard to the expectations that the company had of them in 
respect to their individual ethical performance, but the artefacts put in place by the companies to 
ensure that they achieved these levels of performance appeared in many cases to be either 
limited in scope or even non-existent. This dichotomy was of interest to the researchers because 
it led to the examination of the rights and the responsibilities of both employers and employees 
in the area of business ethics in corporate Australia. The rest of this paper examines this 
phenomenon. 
 
Ethical Performance as a Criterion for Employee Appraisal 
 
The view that organisations should formalise the ethical performance of employees 
through the employee appraisal system is supported by Fraedrich (1992); Harrington (1991); and 
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Laczniak & Murphy (1991). More companies assess an employee’s ethical performance 
(69.4%:67.9%) than those that do not assess it. The responses of 2001 mirrored 1995 (Table I). 
Employees are made accountable formally for their actions in two thirds of companies. In 
any review and assessment of employee performance one needs to try to attempt to be as 
objective as possible. By the nature of the task itself, it would not be an easy assessment 
procedure to make judgments on an individual’s ethical performance. Company standards and 
procedures need to be spelt out for individuals who are involved in the assessment process.  
The point of interest here is that superiors (81%:89.1%) are the ones who make the 
assessment about an employee’s ethical performance. The assumption inherent in these 
responses is that supervisors are more adept to judge ethical performance than other groups of 
individuals. Hence, one’s ‘ethical ability’ seems to be correlated with one’s more advanced 
position in the corporation. Recent events in corporate America, in particular with Enron and 
Arthur Andersen, may tend to be counterintuitive to this accepted position. One’s senior position 
in an organisation is not an automatic arbiter of one’s ability to judge ethical performance, nor 
even of one’s ability and intention to necessarily perform in an ethical manner.  
It is interesting to see that around one third of companies now incorporate a review by 
peers (36.4%, p-value =0.01) and/or a review by subordinates (32.7%, p-value = 0.01). In 1995, 
these categories were around 15%. Even though there has been an increase in companies 
comparing performance against formal company standards, the figure is still just on 50%, 
meaning that 50% do not have formal company standards. If there are no standards against 
which to compare in 50% of companies, then what mechanisms are in place in order to protect 
staff? As superiors are the ones used for staff review in 89% of cases, one can only but imagine 
the vagaries that may arise in these situations. 
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Consequences for a Breach of the Code 
 
A number of authors (Fraedrich, 1992; Sims, 1991; Stoner, 1989) suggest that within a 
code of ethics one should outline enforcement provisions for those individuals who may not 
uphold the code. The organisation, by having procedures for a breach of the code, signals to 
employees the necessity to abide by the code for the sake of both themselves and the 
organisation. The overwhelming majority of companies (83.5%:85.2%), do have consequences 
for a breach of the code (Table I).  
The three areas attracting the most responses for an infringement of the code were a 
verbal warning (80.2%:84.1%), a formal reprimand (67.3%:87.0%: p-value = 0.00) and 
cessation of employment (67.3%:91.3%: p-value = 0.00).   
Since 1995, companies have become more strident in their policing of infringements. 
This could well be as a result of the growing power of the Australian Competition and 
Consumer Commission and the 1998 implementation of Australian Standard 3806 which is 
concerned with legal compliance programs. Cessation of employment is a much greater threat to 
staff in 2001 than it was in 1995. Companies are now more prepared to use this ultimate of 
weapons against staff whom they perceive as miscreant. 
 
Communication of the Code to Employees 
 
For an organisation to obtain the full effect from implementing a code of ethics that 
organisation must communicate its value system and its document, the code of ethics, to the 
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workplace (Benson, 1989; Stead, Worrell & Stead, 1990; Townley, 1992). In 1995, 94.9% of 
companies communicated the code to employees. By 2001, this figure had risen to 98.8% (Table 
1). The major means of communication to employees is through the use of a booklet about 
and/or containing the code (57.9%:67.9%).  
The growth in electronic communication from 6.6% in 1995 to 49.4% in 2001 (p-value = 
0.00) is to be expected. Since 1995, the growth in intranets within companies would have 
increased dramatically, as we have become more reliant on technology in all of our business 
activities. The fact that Induction (up 53.8%: p-value = 0.00) and Training (up 22.6%: p-value = 
0.00) showed such marked increases in mention may well reveal a greater desire by companies 
to make codes a more central part of corporate culture than was the case in 1995. 
 
 
 
Company Induction of New Staff in Respect to the Code 
 
Virtually all companies formally induct their staff in respect to their code (92.5%:96.3%) 
(Table I). The major way of inducting new staff is to issue a copy of the booklet (45.5%:69.1% 
p-value = 0.00) containing the code and then to have some training and discussion 
(52.1%:53.1%) in the subject area.  
In 2001, 23.6% more companies acknowledged that a copy of the code is issued 
(p=0.00), yet it is interesting to see that the level of training and discussion has not really moved 
above 53%. This figure suggests that only half of the companies may be giving the code the 
attention that it deserves at induction time. The use of training and discussion is a preferred 
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option to just distributing a booklet containing the code. The impact that the company wants the 
code to make upon the employee may be lost if the attention required is not given at the time of 
induction. How is the employee meant to know that the code and its inherent values are 
important, if it is not discussed or training given in its nuances? Yet companies can say that they 
have informed their employees of the code, but surely just being informed is not enough. 
Employees need more and should be entitled to more support in this area, for it is at induction 
time that the company sets the tone for the employee’s future work life in the organisation.  
 
An Ethics Ombudsman or its Equivalent 
 
In a situation of recognising unethical practices and taking steps to expose them, the 
dilemma that many employees face, is in knowing to whom one can take an issue so as to ensure 
its integrity; the integrity of the person against whom the complaint is made and usually, most 
importantly, for the person making the complaint, the guarantee of their own freedom from 
reprisals (Gellerman, 1989; Labich, 1992; and Stoner, 1989).  
As early as the 1980s in the United States of America, many major corporations had 
appointed ethics officers (Labich, 1992; Townley, 1992). One of their specific roles is to 
encourage whistleblowing where a genuine worker concern exists. One could only but support 
the contention that organisations should have the provision within company policy for 
disclosures of acts that are inconsistent with accepted company ethical practices and procedures. 
If an organisation has a person designated as a confidante to whom staff can go with ethical 
concerns, then, hopefully, employees will be encouraged to volunteer information about 
unethical practices that they perceive are detrimental to the organisation i.e. whistleblow.  
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Since 1995 (19.8%) there has been a rise in the incidence of organisations having an 
ombudsman (30.9%). Yet, it is disturbing that 63% of companies still do not have such a person 
(Table I). To whom do staff members go with their concerns? The obvious answer is the 
person’s supervisor, but research (Baumhart, 1961; Brenner & Molander, 1977) has shown, and 
commonsense dictates, that it is often the supervisor who is at the centre of the ethical conflict 
that the staff member wishes to resolve. This lack of a designated person leaves both the staff 
and the organisation vulnerable. 
 
Formal Guidelines for the Support of Whistleblowers 
 
If organisations are to evolve into ethical entities, individuals must take both individual 
and collective action to change the practices that they see may be an antithesis to the ethical 
health of the organisation. Someone must make the move to expose violations of the 
organisation’s ethical principles. Formal guidelines to support whistleblowers should be 
considered, because if standards are to be set then one needs ways to ensure that either violations 
or breaches will be reported, reviewed and corrected. However, taking this required action is not 
easy, because of the downside to the individual of the actions that they take to reveal unethical or 
unlawful practices (Grace & Cohen, 1998). As Grant (2002, p.391) says, 
 
The extent to which corporations will go to silence or retaliate against whistle 
blowers, and the serious consequences whistle blowers have suffered in their 
careers, personally and in their families, indicate that very serious issues of business 
practice are at stake. 
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Whistleblowing by its very nature is a hazardous route to take for any employee. While 
companies may have procedures in place to protect the whistleblower, the act of whistleblowing 
has historically been fraught with personal danger and the ever-present threat of recrimination 
(Barnett et al.,1993; Keenan, 1995; Keenan & Krueger, 1992; McLain & Keenan, 1999; Miceli 
& Near, 1984; Miceli et al., 1991). The staff member needs to show courage and fortitude to 
battle against the injustices that they perceive are being perpetrated in the name of the 
corporation. One invariably can become a pariah and be ‘cast out’ by the corporation, rather than 
being rewarded by the corporation for taking what the whistleblower considered was the correct 
moral course of action. Even though corporations may have the processes in place and appear to 
be mindful of the issues involved in such acts of moral courage, individual staff members may 
not utilise these protections because they are fully cognizant of the cultural norms that vilify 
such a departure from accepted corporate practice (Sims & Keenan, 1998).  
This is the conundrum presented by the results of this study. The existence of processes 
in themselves may reflect favourably on the company, but if the underlying cultural mores of the 
society and/or the corporation preclude the staff member, through fear or other reasons, from 
invoking such protective measures, then we as a society may have much further to go in 
inculcating business ethics into our corporate world than the figures presented in this study may 
suggest.   
The situation in the survey group has changed dramatically since 1995 with 
whistleblowers afforded more protection by those companies who recognise the need to have 
such procedures in place (25.6%:42.0%: p-value = 0.01). This is a positive step forward, yet up 
to 58% of companies do not have whistleblower protection in place (Table II).   
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The increases in formal channel of complaint (64.5%:91.2%: p-value = 0.01) and formal 
investigation process (38.7%:88.2%: p-value = 0.00) in particular should give greater comfort 
and protection to employees who wish to bring forward items of concern. A formal resolution 
process (41.9%:67.6%: p-value = 0.04) should not be lagging behind the other areas (Table III). 
Not to have a formal resolution process can leave the process open to vagaries and 
inconsistencies of interpretation in how to handle such issues. A reliance on informal processes 
can be a concern. Where is the accountability, if the informal processes are unsatisfactory or go 
wrong for the parties concerned? The obvious downside to the whistleblower cannot be 
overstated.  
  
A Standing Ethics Committee or its Equivalent 
 
If organisations in the late 1990s in Australia were beginning to realise the need for 
ethical practices in their organisations, then an ethics committee may have been an idea that 
organisations may have contemplated and an area in which they may have initiated action 
(Center for Business Ethics, 1986; McDonald & Zepp, 1989; Weber, 1981).  
The concept of a standing ethics committee or its equivalent was acknowledged by a 
small number (25.6%:25.9%) of the respondents (Table I). In both surveys, just less than three 
quarters of the respondents did not have a standing ethics committee. There has been no 
development on this issue in six years. If business ethics is important, then surely companies 
should communicate this fact by having designated ethics committees that are seen by all. Not to 
have a committee, signals to the employees of the organisation and other stakeholders that the 
company does not see business ethics as an important enough area to warrant such attention.  
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Ethics Training Committee and Ethics Training 
 
The two areas of ethics training committee and ethics training were linked from a 
theoretical perspective because of the researchers’ belief that one cannot just expect individuals 
to be ethical to the level of company expectations without having some involvement with 
training. An ethics training committee would hopefully provide the focus and initiative to expose 
employees to discussion and training in ethics in business situations that they might face whilst 
in the company’s employ. Without training and education, one could contend, that the desire to 
incorporate an ethical perspective into the business practices of employees will only be a hope 
that cannot be translated into reality. A number of writers have advocated the use of training 
programmes as a means of institutionalising ethics within the organisation, (Axline, 1990; Dean, 
1992; Laczniak & Murphy, 1991; Maclagan, 1992; McDonald & Zepp, 1990; Harrington, 1991; 
Sims, 1992).  
In 1995, the fact that only 18/121 (14.9%) of respondents had an Ethics Training 
Committee was a concern, but six years later that figure has only grown to 18.5% (Table I). This 
figure is low if companies are serious about inculcating ethics into the work force. A designated 
committee set up for the specific purpose of ethics training and the discussion of relevant issues 
flags to the employees of the organisation the sincerity of the organisation to pursue ethical 
principles.  
In Australia’s top 500 companies in 1995 only 40/121 (33.1%) of those who had codes 
conducted post-induction ethics training for the staff. This has risen to 35/81 (43.2%) in 2001 
(Table I). Whilst it is pleasing to see a rise in this response, it should be noted that over 54% of 
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companies do not have on going ethics education. We are all different and ethics education is 
needed in order to make employees aware of the ethical values of the company. Osmotic transfer 
of the company’s ethical values does not just occur. Staff cannot be left to their own devices in 
this area for it is too important to not only the company, but also to themselves. Induction 
training is not enough, for it is done at a time when one often suffers information overload as the 
new employee is trying to subsume a wide range of information about the company. The 
employee often does not have the understanding of the corporate culture to discriminate between 
these items of information as to their relative importance in the employee’s future life with the 
company. Ethics training and education also needs to be ongoing as issues arise and as the 
company’s culture and the society in which it exists evolve. Values and attitudes do not stand 
still and to not conduct ongoing ethics education is a lost opportunity and in many ways an 
abrogation of responsibility to all stakeholders. 
Strategic Planning and Ethics 
 
Robin and Reidenbach (1987) suggested a method for closing the gap that they perceived 
existed between concept and practice in the area of ethics and corporate planning. They 
advocated that an organisation committed to ethics should inculcate those espoused company 
values into the strategic planning process. The focus of their attention was upon strategic 
marketing planning, but the principles that they proposed can be adapted to all forms of strategic 
planning in all organisations.   
Robin and Reidenbach (1987, p.52) proposed a model of strategic marketing planning 
that attempted to marry the principle of ethical standards for the organisation with the processes 
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involved in strategic marketing planning. The model shows the linkages between these two 
concepts of strategic planning and ethics.  
The ethical principles of the organisation guide and oversee the planning function within 
the organisation. Each process is not done in isolation or in a vacuum, but integrated in order to 
engender a strategy that incorporates the ethical standpoint of the organisation. At each stage of 
the planning process it addresses the impact of the organisation’s ethical values upon the 
direction of the organisation in the pursuit of its corporate goals. The desire is to ensure that an 
organisation would be consistent in practice as well as in philosophy and that the company’s 
actions in the marketplace would be congruent with its perceived core values. The impact upon 
the consumer and the society are intended to maximise the company’s commitment to ethical 
business practices.  
Many of the companies surveyed (45.5%:42.0%) do endeavour to incorporate their 
ethical values formally into their strategic considerations (Table I). However in 2001, only one 
quarter (26.4%) of companies compared their finished strategic plan against their code. If 
companies realise the need to align their codes with strategic planning then why don’t they make 
that final comparison? What if the final plans and the codes are incongruous? How then does 
one guard against the espoused plan not matching the espoused ethical stance of the 
organisation? Surely a check should be obligatory as just good governance. A congruence 
between the strategic plan, which drives the organisation’s actions, and the espoused ethical 
views of the company should also make it easier for employees to act in the marketplace. The 
organisation’s ethical views should not clash with the strategic view of the company. 
 
CONCLUSION 
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As in 1995, the companies surveyed in Australia in 2001 do endeavour, in varying 
measure, to implement the ethos of their codes into their organisations. Companies make 
employees aware of the existence of codes of ethics yet, in general it would appear that whilst 
the intent is there, the procedures to facilitate the practice of business ethics in organisations 
operating in the Australian private sector are no better developed today than they were in 1995. 
Just as was the case in 1995, many companies in Australia have instituted ethical behaviour 
initiatives. They have put in place ways to monitor the performance of staff in these areas, yet it 
would appear that they still have missed the linking part of the process between implementation 
and examination. That missing link consists of exposure, education and support to assist staff to 
perform ethically. 
For example, whistleblowing procedures appear to lack thought and foresight. In some 
instances, the whistleblower is left unprotected by the very organisation that expects and insists 
on employees to report breaches of their codes. Also the ‘accepted’ wisdom in respect to ethics 
is deemed to be the repository of senior managers who sit in judgement on their subordinates. It 
would appear that many organisations in corporate Australia appear to lack the procedures to 
ensure an objective process that is based upon formal company standards. Also, it would appear 
that companies are good at the regulatory procedures that manage staff behaviour, but may still 
be remiss in genuine enculturation of the code into every day practices (Table IV).  
Over 50% of companies communicate their code to their employees, offer induction in 
the code, judge the ethical performance of staff and have consequences for a breach of the code. 
These measures can be seen as regulatory provisions upon staff. However, when it comes to 
putting in place support procedures to ensure that employees can attain the behaviours expected 
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of them, then it would appear that corporate Australia definitely is remiss in providing such 
support mechanisms. Less than 50% of companies provide formal guidelines for the support of 
whistleblowers, an ethics ombudsman or its equivalent, a standing ethics committee or its 
equivalent, the existence of an ethics training committee or its equivalent, ongoing ethics 
training, and/or even compare their finished strategic plan against their code of ethics (Table IV). 
It would be an anathema to businesses in this country to launch a new product without 
first ensuring initial and ongoing product knowledge updates for staff. Ethics is no different in 
this respect. As a result of the individual differences between employees, companies cannot 
assume that employees will all act in accordance with the company’s ethical policies without the 
support of the organisation in these critical areas of education and the protection of employee 
rights to foster such expected ethical behaviour. Unless this area of deficiency is recognised and 
addressed organisations will continue to experience the downsides of unethical behaviour in the 
marketplace.  
Organisations cannot expect employee adherence to the principles inherent within the 
codes, if they themselves seem remiss in enshrining some of these basic procedures to assist 
employees. Many organisations need to examine their current practices and consider ways that 
may improve the facilitation of their objectives in respect to business ethics. Not to do so 
devalues the positive impacts that such a program may have for the organisation, its staff and 
other stakeholders (Adams, Taschian & Stone, 2001; James, 2001; Wotruba, Chonko & Loe, 
2001). 
Organisations should not be able to use as a defence, that they have an ethics policy and 
that they police and monitor it, without acknowledging their fundamental responsibility to 
educate staff on an ongoing basis to its content, ethos and intent. This area is one upon which 
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Australian organisations need to focus their attentions if they are to ensure that their ideals 
permeate their organisations and that employees are given the chance to attain company 
expectations.  
Employers in Australia place responsibility upon employees to uphold and promote the 
ethical ethos of the organisation. Not to do so could end in the employee facing the cessation of 
their employment with that company. Yet, employees are often left unprotected and lacking in 
support to attain the expected standards of the employers, who in themselves have 
complementary responsibilities to their employees.  
This finding leads one to proffer the sceptical proposition that the business ethics 
processes that should be in place in corporate Australia, in many companies may well not be 
there because codes are merely just ‘window dressing’ enacted to placate an aggrieved, 
suspicious and sensitised society. In light of the current revelations of corporate malpractice in 
corporate Australia, commitment to business ethics practices may well be a political expediency. 
Companies run the very real risk of being seen as shallow in their approach to business ethics 
and of being seen by many as using this new initiative as another marketing tool to increase their 
profile in the marketplace, while at the same time under-contributing to the society.  
A much more benign view is that corporate Australia is still in the early evolutionary 
stages of the business ethics fundament and that over time this determination to make business 
ethics a cultural cornerstone of the actions of major corporations, hopefully, will grow. The true 
situation may well lie somewhere between these two options, but inevitably the final arbiter will 
be history itself.  
In the future in Australian business, companies should not be and can not be judged 
solely on the existence of the artefacts of business ethics that they appear to have in place, but on 
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the effectiveness in the marketplace of their programs on the behaviour of all of their staff, from 
the Chief Executive Officer down.  
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Table I: Overview of Positive Responses 
 
Positive Responses 1995 
(n=121) 
% 2001 
(n=81) 
%  
p-value 
A Criterion for Employee Appraisal 84 69.4% 55 67.9% 0.82 
Consequences for a Breach 101 83.5% 69 85.2% 0.75 
Communication Method Shown  115 94.9% 80 98.8% 0.14 
Staff Induction Method  112 92.5% 78 96.3% 0.26 
Organisational Ombudsman or its Equivalent 24 19.8% 25 30.9% 0.07 
Guidelines to Support Whistleblowers 31 25.6% 34 42.0% 0.01a 
Standing Ethics Committee or its Equivalent 31 25.6% 21 25.9% 0.96 
Ethics Training Committee or its Equivalent 18 14.9% 15 18.5% 0.50 
Ethics Training 40 33.1% 35 43.2% 0.15 
Code of Ethics and Strategic Planning 55 45.5% 34 42.0% 0.62 
a Significant at α = 0.01  
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Table II: Guidelines to Support Whistleblowers 
 
Guidelines to Support Whistleblowers 1995 
(n=121) 
% 2001 
(n=81) 
%  
p-value 
Yes  31 25.6% 34 42.0% 0.01a 
No 83 68.6% 44 54.3% 0.04b 
Don’t Know N/A N/A 2 2.5% 0.08 
No Response 7 5.8% 1 1.2% 0.10 
Total  121 100% 81 100%  
a Significant at α = 0.01, b Significant at α = 0.05 
 
 32  
Table III: Procedures to Protect and Deal with Whistleblowing 
 
Procedures to Protect and Deal with 
Whistleblowing 
1995 
(n=31) 
% 2001 
(n=34) 
%  
p-value 
Formal Channel of Complaint 20 64.5% 31 91.2% 0.01a 
Formal Investigation Process 12 38.7% 30 88.2% 0.00a 
Formal Resolution Process 13 41.9% 23 67.6% 0.04b 
Guaranteed Confidentiality 20 64.5% 28 82.4% 0.10 
Others 1 3.2% 2 5.9% 0.60 
No Response 4 12.9% 1 2.9% 0.13 
Don't Know 1 3.2% 0 0% 0.29 
Total  71  115   
a Significant at α = 0.01, b Significant at α = 0.05 
Note: This question permits a multiple response, therefore the total number of responses is greater than the number of returned questionnaires 
(n) 
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 Table IV: Employee/Employer Responsibilities 
 
Employee Responsibilities 1995 
(n=121) 
2001 
(n=81) 
Greater than 50% of companies    
Consequences for A Breach of the Code 83.5% 85.2% 
Employee Ethical Performance: a Criterion for Employee Appraisal  69.4% 67.9% 
   
Employer Responsibilities 1995 2001 
Greater than 50% of companies   
Communicating the Code to Employees 94.9% 98.8% 
Company Induction of New Staff in Respect to the Code 92.5% 96.3% 
   
Less than 50% of companies   
Ethics Training 33.1% 43.2% 
Strategic Planning and the Code 45.5% 42.0% 
Formal Guidelines for the Support of Whistleblowers 25.6% 42.0% 
An Ethics Ombudsman or its Equivalent 19.8% 30.9% 
A Standing Ethics Committee or its Equivalent 25.6% 25.9% 
The Existence of an Ethics Training Committee or its Equivalent 14.9% 18.5% 
 
 
